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12 Bar Blues Chord Progression

The 12 bar progression consists of three chords using a 1-4-5 system this means to use the 1st chord of the key, the 4th chord and the 5th chord of the key that you are playing in. If we are playing a 12 bar blues in A the chords that you will use will be: 1st = A7, 4th = D7, 5th = E7.  The basic modern 12-bar progression should look like this:

 I

A7 / / /   / / / /   / / / /   / / / /   

IV                                             I

D7 / / /    / / / /   A7 / / /   / / / /   

V                        IV                        I                         V

E7 / / /   D7 / / /    A7 / / /    E7 / / /

Master the progression in every key by using I – IV – V chord degrees. You must know how a 12 bar sounds in your head; if you know what the 12 bar progression is going to sound like, you will be able to perform the progression with a bit more feel. Blues music is commonly associated with 12 bar progressions.

When playing over the above chord progression try using the A Blues scale, or to be more basic the Am pentatonic scale. This will make your lead improvisation sound bluesy. When improvising try to use some basic techniques such as bends, hammer ons, pull offs and vibrato. Once you have gone over this it’s time to learn some blues licks and phrases. You will find that almost every modern guitarist will have some knowledge of blues, as this is a fundamental part of modern contemporary guitar.

Work out the chords (on manuscript paper) for a 12 bar progression in E, C, D and G. Then play over the 12 bar with the relevant blues scale (or minor pentatonic scale).

